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The Role
of the State
Legislature
in Literacy

Ken Sikkema
probably in the country as there are only a
few members on the education committees.
The vast majority of us have to deal with this
problem but we aren't experts. If nothing else,
I will raise your level of awareness of how
uneducated legislators are about this problem.
This has been an interesting weekend for
me. There have been two new experiences.
This is one of the new experiences, dealing
with this issue and being able to learn about it
this morning and talk to you about it. The
second new experience for me was something
I've never done before. I went to the state
finals of the Golden Gloves Championships
Saturday night. Now how many of you were
at the Golden Gloves finals? I knew, none of
you were. I was not aware that the Golden
Gloves was a major annual event for the
American Legion and they have thousands of
people, obviously mainly older males, involved
in the American Legion who volunteer to put
on the State Golden Gloves and it was just
interesting to me as I watched the Golden
Gloves and I'm here, today. It is interesting to
speculate what could happen if you had the
American Legion get involved in the literacy
movement and every time they go and deal
with a young man who wants to be the next
heavyweight champion of the world, they ask
the basic question of, "Well, can you read?"
"How are you doing in school?"
The statistics, nobody's really talked
about some of the statistics and I speculate
that's because you've all been through that
before, you know them, but I had not. I had to

I'm happy to be here. I have a confession
to make. I really am a substitute for a
colleague of mine from the Battle Creek area,
Bill Martin, who is on the education
committee. We're more than colleagues,
we're classmates. We both entered the
legislature at the same time. We were elected
in November 1986. Bill is an outstanding
legislator. I don't know how many are from
his district or the Battle Creek area, but you
have an absolutely excellent representative
in Lansing and I can't say enough good about
him.
Another confession is I have to be honest
with you, I know very little about exactly who
you are and what you do on a day-to-day
basis and up until a few days ago I knew very
little about the literacy issue and the illiteracy
problem in this state and this country. But one
of the first things you learn as a freshman
legislator, is you learn how to talk about
something, you don't know anything about
and you ore forced to become comfortable
with that.
Really, this is an enjoyable task for me.
Given the legislative schedule and the way
we structure the legislature, we sort of force
everybody to become, I guess, experts on
particular areas. It's a rare opportunity for
me fo be forced to look at an entirely new
area for me that's outside of the normal
course of my committee work and I think in
that sense I hope that I can provide some
benefit to you because I probably represent
the vast majority of legislators in the state and
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go back and look at some of the basic
statistics. They were absolutely startling to me
and I must confess almost unbelievable. The
information I looked at said 27 million people
in this country over the age of 17 can't read
and write well enough to function in the basic
requirements of everyday living in modern
society. On top of that, 27 million people,
there are another 45 million adults who are
only marginally competent. The total is 72
million, that's one out of three adults in this
country. Another source I looked at said one
out of five adults are functionally illiterate
and one out of nine employees are functionally
illiterate. It raises a lot of questions and
implications for the business community, does
it not, in this new world of global competition.
Forty percent of the adults with annual
incomes of $5,000 or less, functionally
illiterate raises some interesting questions
about our public assistance and welfare
systems. Then the last statistics, and you 've
already heard a speaker talk about prison
population, 50% and maybe higher in the
prison population are functionally illiterate.
This raises some interesting ideas about why
they are there and about how difficult it is to
keep them out of prison once they leave.
Finally, the statistic I want to mention
again later is that America ranks 49th among
150 member nations in the U.N. in the level of
literacy. Now, like I said, I find this
unbelievable . I understand those statistics,
but it's hard for me to grasp those numbers in
a way that sort of propels us to action.
Those statistics are very foreign to my
own experience. I can't remember not
reading. Reading to me is second nature. It's
second only to breathing and it's very difficult
for me to understand those kinds of statistics
on a day-to-day basis. (That last statistic
about America being 49th out of 150 member
nations of the U.N. in the level of literacy, I'm
not equipped to debate the statistics and how
valid they are and what kind of standard is
being used, but that statistic is particularly
troublesome to me.) A lot of people in this
room, people of my generation, were sort of
weaned on the rhetoric and the images and
the idealism of the 60 's and the Peace Corps
and the Alliance for Progress and I can still in
my mind's eyes see those television ads about

the Peace Corps. You have a very obviously
foreign classroom and an American teacher
and they talk about an obligation we have to
humanity to deal with the problems of
humanity, disease and poverty and illiteracy,
but it's obviously in a foreign classroom. We
kind of turn that image and rhetoric upon its
head when we look at some of these statistics
and realize that American really ranks that
low in the level of literacy.
What are the implications of those
numbers? We could take that in a variety of
different directions. I think what's relevant
and what's most important from the
legislature's point of view and from your
point of view, is that if you look at the
numbers, you realize quickly who has a stake
in solving this problem. Obviously business
does since its a very different economy than
what we experienced 15 or 20 years ago.
Those kinds of literacy rates and that kind of
problem has very serious implications for our
ability to compete. You know, I think now that
I've been in the legislature and have had the
opportunity to go into some of our
manufacturing plants and tour them,
particularly the ones who are going through
a lot of changes and are looking for some
state assistance in retraining, I begin to
understand how a person in the past could
get away with this and still work.
You could go into a plant, you get in right
out of high school probably or you quit school
and get a job on the line, whether it's an
automobile manufacturer, some steel
manufacturer, or some kind of heavy industry,
and you could learn your job without having
to read. You assume you 're going to stay in
there for the rest of your life. At the age of 65
you're going to retire and have a retirement
package that has been won by walking and
through the union.
But the world is different. That's not going
to happen any more. The statistics and the
numbers that we're looking at indicate that
the average worker today who enters the
work force is probably going to change jobs
five times. You aren 't going to get that second
job if you can't function ... if you can't read
and write and function in society and be able
to learn that new job. The Government
obviously has a stake in this. We have a $6.6
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with $30,000. If it's true and if it's not a myth
that we are graduating some illiterates, we
have to raise the question of what are we
getting for the $30,000. So part of it, from a
policy point of view in a time of very severe
belt tightening at a state level, is to leverage
what we are already spending. Now maybe
it's time and I think we're taking some steps in
this direction. If you look at what the
Governor has been doing and, I'm very
supportive of it, with the cabinet council on
human resources, we're getting to a time
where we are basically saying that literacy
initiatives or the requirement to be literate
becomes a condition of all public expenditures
and all public assistance.
Like I said, I'm very encouraged with that
kind of approach. I think without stating that,
that's bascially what the Governor's cabinet
counsel on human investment is doing. I think
it's bipartisan. Republicans in the house just
issued a job competitive task force report,
very critical of some things that have been
going on in Michigan, but very supportive to
of the policy initiatives that the Governor has
taken in this whole area of connecting
literacy to job development. I commend what
you're doing. Don't forget a very important
truth about politics and politicans. We are
very rarely leaders. We are followers. We
wait for a consensus to develop. It's the rare
occasion where a politician is out front and
stakes out new ground. It's a sad commentary,
I think, on politics, but it's true. You are the
leaders. You've already taken the initiatives
and your colleagues around the country have
taken the initiative on this issue. You're going
to have to chart the course and show us the
way. I'm convinced this is a solvable problem.
Just the very, little study I've done of it, I think
this is a solvable problem. You're going to
have to chart the course, lead the way and
kindle the political spark to make it happen.
Thank you very much. I'm delighted to be
here.
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But let's talk about another issue for a few
minutes that IRA members are concerned with
and that is financing. The U.S. Legislative
Committee of IRA conducted a survey of
leaders of state councils and found that
funding was the most critical issue. On
February 18, the President released his
budget. This document which has in it the
spending requirements for the federal
government for one fiscal year, contains
authorities for over $1 trillion expenditure.
The educational department only takes one
small part of it. In fact, less than 2%. We're
arguing, this year, that even though the
President is recommending $800 million
worth of increases for the over $20 billion
worth of federal programs, that much more
needs to be done. At the very least let's keep
pace with inflation and $800 million doesn't
do that. It sounds like a lot of money but in
fact if you looked at the line items, program
by program, the President's budget is
requesting over $700 million worth of cuts.
This is at a time when the American people
are setting education and literacy as high
priority items. We have sent letters to the Hill
and we have met with members of Congress,
but we need letters from you back in the field
to write your delegation about education. It is
a priority that should be backed up with
bucks. I know you in Michigan have felt what's
happened when tax dollars shrink up and I'm
asking you to send a few more letters in the
next couple of weeks because the House and
Senate are moving quite quickly.
If we can provide you with any information
or any help on how to improve your access to
your state government or your access to your
federal government, feel free to give us a call
here in Washington at 202-347-3990 or if we
can help you with any other program related
to IRA.
Thank you.

Ken Sikkema is a Member of the Michigan

House of Representatives.

Richard Long is involved with Legislation for

the International Reading Association.
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